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Are the many principles and theories that Alfred Thayer 

Mahar, c,-,r, tributed to naval thought still relevant when 

considered against the technological changes that have 

occurred since World War II? The predori~inant changes involve 

n u c l e a r  weapons, n u c l e a r  er, e rgy ,  m i s s i l e  t echno logy ,  and 

space. His  t h e o r i e s ,  w r i t t e r |  ir, t he  l a t e  19th c e n t u r y ,  were 

used by s e v e r a l  n a t i o n s ,  i n c l u d i n g  France, I t a l y ,  Russia~ and 

Japan, t o  expand and b u i l d  t h e i r  nav ies .  Mahan's approach t o  

h i s  p r i n c i p l e s  was th rough a h i s t o r i c a l  aspec t .  He based . ~- 

much o f  what he t h e o r i z e d  on wor ld  naval  wa r f a re  h i s t o r y .  

Mahan's p r e s c r i p t i o n  f o r  the f u t u r e  nav i es  was based on 

conce r t t r a t i o r ,  o f  sea power, c a p i t a l  s h i p s  beir, g used in  

d e c i s i v e  b a t t l e s ,  and sea power hav ing a dcm~inate i n f l u e n c e  

on h i s t o r y .  How these p r i n c i p l e s  w i l l  f a r e  ir, the  n u c l e a r  

a g e - - t h e  h i g h - t e c h n o l o g y  wor ld  o f  t o d a y - -  w i l l  be the focus 

o f  t h i s  d i s c u s s i o n .  

Mahan's p r i n c i p l e s  were in ter ,  deal t o  t ranscer ,  d a l l  

t e c h n o l o g i c a l  changes. T h i s  meant t h a t  the p r i n c i p l e s  were 

t o  app l y  d e s p i t e  the  changes t h a t  ~night occur Jr, such areas 

as naval prc°p,.~Isic, r,, aircraft, explosives, :~issile 

technology, and space techr, c01o~y. 

It has beer, argued by thc, se who have studieC (,.,-~derr, 

naval warfare that Mahar,' s ,~rir, ci pies are r.c,t val id because 

,_, u ,  , e ~  " a s,.~r ~ace the nlc°dern fleets rarely engage each .... ~ " i, ~, 



a c t i o n .  In f a c t ,  t o d a y ' s  major su r face  combatants are 

p r i m a r i l y  concerned w i t h  power p r o j e c t i o n  ashore and keeping 

the sea lanes open, wh i l e  t h e i r  b igges t  t h r e a t s  are 

submarines, a i r c r a f t ,  m i s s i l e s ,  and d e t e c t i o n / t r a c k i n g  from 

space. The emphasis of  powe~ p r o j e c t i o n  ashore i s  a s h i f t  i n  

miss ion from the day t h a t  Mahan w~ote h i s  t h e o r i e s  about sea 

power, making h i s  t h e o r i e s  at leas t  ques t i onab le .  

I w i l l  d i scuss  some o f  h i s  pr imary p r i n c i p l e s  and apply  

them to  the " v i o l e n t  peace" and h i g h - t e c h n o l o g y  world o f  

today.  

CONCENTRATION 

¥ 
?" 

Mahan wrote that a nation should concentrate naval 

forces into large, formidable fleets of ships and apply them 

at a decisive time and place. He wrote, "Never attempt to 

straddle, to do two things at the same time, unless your 

f o rce  i s  e v i d e n t l y  so supreme t h a t  you have c l e a r l y  r~ore than 

enough f o r  each. " In  app ly ing  t h i s  theory ,  however, he 

employed s i t u a t i o n s  t ha t  i nvo l ved  pure ly  t a c t i c a l  su r face  

ships maneuverir, g agair, st other such forces. The r~lissi.:,r, of 

today's surface navy is not to attack and destroy other 

fleets but to project power ashore, as I have already stated. 

2 



Mahan cou ld  ~ot have imagined the  sheer power o f  t o d a y ' s  

nuc lear  weapons or t h a t  s a t e l l i t e s  i n  space would be used to  

help t a r g e t  su r face  f l e e t s .  Obv ious ly ,  i n  t o d a y ' s  su r face  

navy war fare ,  t he re  are many c ross- reg ime ( a i r  t o  sea, 

sub-sea t o  sea, land t o  sea, and space t o  sea) a p p l i c a t i o n s  

o f  techno logy  t h a t  have the d i r e c t  e f f e c t  o f  negat ing the 

t h e o r y  t h a t  naval power should be concent ra ted .  The coun te r  

argument would be to  spread naval power i n t o  e f f e c t i v e  

elements t h a t  can be maneuvered to  complemer, t the  power and ~ ~ ..... 

! p o s i t i o n  oi= each o ther ,  but t o  keep them f a r  enough apar t  s o  ~i~!~ 

t h a t  they  are not t a rge ted  t o g e t h e r .  I f  the  o p p o s i t i o n  " ~ " ° ~  

were able t o  t a r g e t  them t o g e t h e r  and use nuc lear  weapons or  

t o  mass o the r  such d e s t r u c t i v e  weapons on them, then the  

f l e e t  could be e f f e c t i v e l y  e l i m i n a t e d .  

The modern f l e e t  now has many advantages and p r o t e c t i o n s  

t h a t  nuc lear  power and m i s s i l e  techno logy  has g iven i t  i n  

defense of = the  c ross- reg ime t h r e a t .  Nuclear p ropu l s i on  has 

g iven speed to  the  ma3or combatants. The m i s s i l e  

t e c h n o l o g i e s  work i n  both ways, negat ing a p o r t i o n  o f  the a i r  

t h r e a t .  Perhaps the b igges t  t h r e a t  to  a concent ra ted f l e e t  

would be a i r c r a f t  and submarines. Today's f l e e t  would be 

able to  counter  t h i s  t h r e a t  w i t h  a i r c r a f t  o f  i t s  own in  order  
/ .  

t o  not a l l ow oppos t ion  fo rces  c lose enough to  the f l e e t  to  

pose a t h r e a t  w i t h  nuc lear  weapons or n~iss i les.  

° 
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CAPITAL SHIPS 

Another of Mahan's principles was that the navy should 

c o n c e n t r a t e  i t s  r e s o u r c e s  on l a r g e  s h i p s  o r  s h i p s  t h a t  have a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  l e t h a l  and d e v a s t a t i n g  weapon systems. I n  

Mahan's day t h i s  may have meant a l a r g e  s h i p  whose purpose 

was to  a t t a c k  o t h e r  s h i p s .  Today ' s  c a p i t a l  s h i p s  have 

changed i n  many ways due t o  t e c h n o l o g y .  

L e t ' s  d e f i n e  t he  c a p i t a l  s h i p .  I t  i s  a l a r g e  s h i p  w i t  "..,~,,- 

many c a p a b i l i t i e s  around which a c o n c e n t r a t i o n  o f  f l e e t  

suppo r t  s h i p s  w i l l  c l u s t e r .  T h i s  s h i p  w i l l  have n ~ u l t i p l e  

purposes which cou ld  be power p r o 3 e c t i o n  ashore as w e l l  as 

keeping t h e  sea lanes  open to  commercial  and m i l i t a r y  

s h i p p i n g .  

O b v i o u s l y  the  a i r c r a f t  c a r r i e r  w i t h  i t s  t a s k  f o r c e  

i s  a c a p i t a l  s h i p  t h a t  can act  i n  a l l  d i r i lens ions  o f  sea 

power. I t s  c a p a b i l i t i e s  have been demonstrated t o  us many 

t imes  ove~ i n  r e c e n t  h i s t o r y .  Few s u r f a c e  con~batants o f f e r  

i t  a c h a l l e n g e  and i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  i n f l u e n c e  i n  T h i r d  World 

s i t u a t i o n s  i s  i r , l p ress ive .  

T a r g e t i n g  a c a r r i e r  t a s k  f o r c e  us ing  n u c l e a r  weapons 

w i t h  the  h e l p  o f  s a t e l l i t e s  i s  a cause f o r  concerr~. Even the  

use o f  t h e  l a t e s t  a n t i - s h i p  n~ i ss i l e  t e c h n o l o g y  a g a i n s t  our  

' °  
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c a p i t a l  sh ips  i s  cause f o r  debate about whether we should 

i n v e s t  so much c a p a b l i t y  and resources i n  a s i n g l e  asset .  

Again, techno logy  works both ways as t h e r e  are t e c h n o l o g i e s  

t o  reasonably  p ro tec t  our f l e e t .  

Fu r the r ,  the  Uni ted S ta tes  has mar, aged t o  b u i l d  the 

w o r l d ' s  most powerful  naval  f l ee t~  Our f l e e t  has many 

c a p i t a l  sh ips  t h a t  have many d i v e r g e n t  t e c h n o l o g i e s  ( a i r c r a f t  

c a r r i e r s ,  submarines, and s i g n i f i c a n t  su r face  sh ips  armed 

w i t h  the l a t e s t  m i s s i l e  and e l e c t r o n i c  t e c h n o l o g i e s ) .  Th i s  

v a r i e t y  and s i z e  i s  hard to  a t t a c k  even w i t h  the l a t e s t  ~ 

w 

techno logy .  So, Mahan may have beer, e x a c t l y  c o r r e c t  w i t h  hSs ~" 

c a p i t a l  sh ip  t heo ry  in  i t s  broadest sense, d e s p i t e  the 

techno logy  changes o f  t h e  20st cen tu ry .  

SEA POWER INFLUENCE 

Mahan's p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  sea power w i l l  i n f l u e n c e  h i s t o r y  

i s  again based on the naval h i s t o r y  t h a t  he s tud ied  and wrote 

about. H is  s tudy oi: the r i s e  and f a l l  o f  the B r i t i s h  Navy 

exempl i i : ied  t h i s  p r i n c i p l e .  Though he may have missed in  

some of  h i s  a n a l y s i s  o f  why B r i t a i n ' s  Navy ! :e l l  from 

supremacy, h i s  po in t  was t h a t  i f  a coun t ry  i s  dependent on 

the sea f o r  cornn~erce i t  should secure the r~eans t,:, ensure 

t h a t  sea lanes are open and i t s  po r t s  are not blockaded. 

° 
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F u r t h e r ,  a s t r o n g  navy can o f f e n s i v e l y  b lockade  and d i s r u p t  

a n o t h e r  c o u n t r y ' s  commerce. 

I n  r e c e n t  h i s t o r y ,  an i n c r e a s i n g  number o f  n a t i o n s ,  t o  

i n c l u d e  t he  Un i t ed  S ta tes ,  are  dependent on the  sea lanes  f o r  

commerce and s u p p l i e s  o f  raw m a t e r i a l s  f o r  i n d u s t r y .  T h i s  

makes them dependent on t he  sea lanes  and t h e i r  m a r i t i m e  

s t r e n g t h  f o r  t h e i r  econor|lic w e l l  be ing .  The c o n n e c t i o n  

between commerce and a s t r o n g  navy becomes v i t a l  t o  a n a t i o n .  

As has been s t a t e d  be fo re ,  t h e r e  i s  an argument t h a t  sea 

power i s  v u l n e r a b l e  to  h i g h  t e c h n o l o g y  weapons. The .~ 

consequence o f  t h i s  i s  t h a t  t he  n a t i o n ' s  v i t a l  i n t e r e s t  and 

economic p o s t u r e  can be d i r e c t l y  a f f e c t e d  i f  i t s  m a r i t i m e  

po tency  i s  negated.  T h i s  i s  why t he  Un i t ed  S t a t e s  has 

m a i n t a i n e d  a s t r o n g  and power fu l  navy f o r  most o f  t h i s  

cent  ury .  

A c o u n t r y  may need t o  p r o j e c t  i t s  power abroad i n  a 

l i m i t e d  o r  e s c a l a t i n g  s i t u a t i o n .  In  o rde r  to  keep i t s  f o r c e  

l o g i s t i c a l l y  suppo r ted ,  t he  navy would have to  keep t h e  l i n e s  

o f  communicat ion open to  t h e  c o n t e s t e d  area. Again,  d e s p i t e  

p o s s i b l e  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i t h  h i g h  t e c h n o l o g y  weapons, i t  w i l l  

t ake  a s t r o n g ,  f a s t ,  l a r g e  navy to  c a r r y  f o r t h  the  n a t i o n ' s  

i n t e r e s t  and i n s u r e  t h a t  t he  n a t i o n ' s  w i l l  i s  c a r r i e d  ou t .  

6 
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Eve~: though we may have t o  v iew Mahan's p r i n c i p l e s  i n  

the  broadest c o n t e x t ,  these p r i n c i p l e s  s t i l l  can be app l ied  

i n  t h i s  age o f  nuc lear  weapons, nuc lear  ertergy, m i s s i l e  

technology,  and space. These t e c h n o l o g i c a l  changes have been 

countered w i t h  l i k e  or o the rw i se  t echno log ies .  

These t e c h n o l o g i e s  have y i e l d e d  l a r g e r  war heads, f a s t e r  

sh ips ,  i ns tan taneous  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  and m i s s i l e s  capable o f  

f i n i t e  accuracy from long d i s t a n c e s .  These advantages 

are being used t o  b e n e f i t  the  f l e e t  and the n a t i o n  t hey  ~ ; : ~ +  .... 

suppor t .  In  many cases, j u s t  the  presence o f  the  modern +:~: '~ :~ 

f l e e t  o f f  a c o n t r o v e r s i a l  c o u n t r y ' s  coast i s  enough o f  a ~+.~' ( ~  +: 

d e t e r r e n t  to  cause mat te rs  t o  be s e t t l e d .  Th is ,  o f  course, _ 

g i ves  the modern f l e e t  great  va lue when i t  i s  i n  i t s  power 

p r o j e c t i o n / i n f l u e n c e  mode. 

Mahan gave us the  s t imu lus  f o r  thought and debate on the 

v i r t u e s  o f  a la rge navy w i t h  c a p i t a l  sh ips  t h a t  could 

i n f l u e n c e  h i s t o r y .  His  p r i n c i p l e s  have been d iscussed f o r  

almost a cen tu ry .  The f a c t  t ha t  they are s t i l l  being 

d iscussed and taught  i s  ir, d i c a t i v e  t h a t  they  s t i l l  have 

m e r i t .  We can look at o~r own navy, our p o s i t i o n  i n  the 

wor ld today (indeed the Pers ian Gul f  C r i s i s ) ,  and be g r a t e f u l  

f o r  the  navy t ha t  Mahan i n f l uenced .  His p r i n c i p l e s  have 

served us we l l !  
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